an insight into the most relevant documents on the topic.
The document Communication of the European Commission (European Commission, 2017) presents the vision of the European education area based on the New Skills Agenda for Europe and the investments in European youth initiatives (European Commission, 2016) . It reinforces and emphasizes the role of ECEC, particularly in setting up solid foundations for lifelong learning and building identity and citizenship. Furthermore, in the Council Recommendation on Promoting Common Values, Inclusive Education, and the European Dimension of Teaching (European Commission, 2018b), the Commission presents a strategy for high-quality, inclusive education geared towards the future, which includes concrete initiatives, and recommends the tools for their realization. In our area, special emphasis is placed on the need to provide quality ECEC and improve the impact that education systems have on equal access to education. In May 2018, the Commission presented an essential document: Proposal for a Council Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (European Commission, 2018a) aimed at encouraging and supporting the Member States in their endeavor to improve access to their ECEC systems and their quality. The Recommendation recognizes the fact that the first years of life are most favorable for shaping the basic skills and learning capacities and that they can significantly impact later education, employability, as well as other achievements and satisfaction in life. The document recommends explicitly to the Member States to comply with national and European legislation, available resources, and national circumstances and to, in close cooperation with all relevant stakeholders:
 improve access to and the quality of early childhood education and care services  ensure that early childhood education and care services are accessible, affordable, and inclusive  support the professionalization of staff depending on existing levels of professional qualification and working conditions  enhance the development of early years' curricula so that they can meet the wellbeing and educational needs of children  promote transparent monitoring and evaluation of services at all levels of governance  Ensure adequate funding and a legal framework for the provision of services, including creating and maintaining tailored national or regional early childhood education and care Quality Frameworks (European Commission, 2018a, p. 9).
In October 2018, the European Commission formed a Working group on Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) with the aim of supporting the Commission and the Member States in implementing the actions set out in the Council Conclusions of November 2017 and in the Recommendation proposed in May 2018. In particular, it will allow the Commission to engage with all interested Member States to exchange experiences and good practices, learn from each other and develop targeted policy guidance (European Commission, 2018c, p.1).
Did Cinderella really arrive at the ball? Can we be satisfied with the stated tendencies in the development of interests in ECEC? What is the purpose of raising these questions?
A PROBLEM IN UNDERSTANDING: ECEC IN THE JAWS OF SOCIO-STRUCTURAL CONDITIONS AND FACTORS
In an attempt to provide answers to these questions, we should familiarize ourselves with the etiology of social circumstances within which increased interest in ECEC has emerged. We are dealing here with a predominately affirmed concept of contemporary social rights that seeks to contribute to the achievement of a social Europe for all European citizens. The inter institutional proclamation on the European Pillar of social rights by the Council of the European Commission (Council of the European Union, 2017) established 20 principles and rights, divided into three categories: equal opportunities and access to labor market, dynamic labor markets and fair working conditions, public support/social protection and inclusion. The third category explicitly mentions: Of course, this is by no means disputable; on the contrary, the problem is that the document, despite the aforementioned explicit statement, points to an almost complete abandonment of the effort to promote quality ECEC and thus unreasonably reduces its integrity. The focus is predominately on defining and interpreting the various structural conditions and factors that enable the realization of this right in the dimension of accessibility, i.e., availability, affordability, and inclusion.
Childcare and Support to Children
Availability is a complex indicator most commonly measured by the number of available places in preschool programs. There is also a broader context, primarily through an emphasis on gender equality and fair access to services, through the guarantee of a place in childcare programs, entry criteria, distance from the place of residence, etc. Affordability or cost accessibility is most often viewed from a parenting perspective -which amount of (family) income goes toward early childhood education and care -with the aim of assessing whether parental participation in program pricing hampers the access of different social groups to the services and whether it makes their labor feasible (Dobrotić, Matković, and Menger, 2018).
The importance of providing access to early childhood education and care and ensuring its affordability and service adaptation to the needs of the family, especially given the needs of disadvantaged children, are highly prioritized in European policy documents. In this respect, we wish to point out the recently , which has played an essential role in attracting the attention of national policymakers. In these objectives, it is established (in an effort to improve women"s participation in the labor market) that 33% of children under the age of three and 90% of children between the ages of three and the compulsory school age should have access to ECEC services.
In its 2013 report assessing the current state of affairs, the European Commission (the report focuses solely on the availability of childcare, accessibility, affordability, and quality of available childcare) states that, despite the progress achieved since 2002, available childcare services are still not at the level outlined in the Barcelona objectives, and significant improvements are needed in order to achieve an acceptable level of availability, especially for children under the age of three (European Commission, 2018d).
In 2010, the average inclusion rate for children under the age of three was 29%, with large oscillations in different countries, with eighteen countries being far below the target level. For children above the age of three, the Report states that the center of gravitation remains, for the most part, the national or even regional or local level. All stakeholders, especially national and local authorities and social partners, will need to play an active role in developing the supply of accessible, affordable, and quality services for children (Milotay, 2014, p.3) .
In the Report from the Commission to the European Parliament (European Commission, 2018e) on the development of childcare facilities, it is emphasized that in recent years the Member States have made good overall progress in improving the availability of early childhood education and care services. The ET2020 benchmark and the Barcelona objective for children under the age of three have been achieved, unlike those for children between the ages of three and the compulsory school age despite the progress achieved since 2011. However, available institutions of early childhood education and care currently lack additional places, and the demand exceeds the offer in almost every country. Low accessibility, availability, and affordability proved to be some of the main obstacles to using these services. In 2016, 86.3% of children belonging to the aforementioned age group were enrolled in institutions of early childhood education and care. However, these average values hide significant differences between the Member States, regions, and social groups. Additional efforts are needed to ensure access to high-quality early childhood education and care to their children as soon as their parents request it. Specifically, special measures are needed to enable better access for disadvantaged 
What about Quality?
Already this brief overview of the selected documents makes it clear that ECEC has become a part of an integrated package of policy measures aimed at overcoming the most pressing social problems: combating inequality and educational poverty, preventing early school drop-out; it is a tool for improving social cohesion and inclusion, reduction of social exclusion and inequality, achievement of better gender equality with the aim of improving women"s participation in the labor market, etc.
However, issues surrounding ECEC quality are almost entirely enveloped in the aforementioned dominant socio-protective, economic, and other aspects. The shifts are slow and barely visible. Why is that so? Milotay (Milotay, 2014 ) provides a partial answer to this question when she reminds us that, historically, the development of early childhood education and care has been initiated by the need for greater availability of services and institutions so as to (re-)integrate more parents, mainly women, into the labor market; the current rhetoric in the selected documents confirms this. In many policy documents, ECEC is defined as a service subject to market forces.
Furthermore, in most European countries, ECEC is divided into two distinct phases according to age (so-called split system). Consequently, the competencies for managing, regulating, and financing ECEC are shared among different bodies. The Ministry of Health, Social Welfare, and Family Affairs is usually the competent body for younger children, while the Ministry of Education is responsible for providing services to older children. Accordingly, educational guidelines are usually applied only to providing services to older children (European Commission, 2014b). We could claim that all seems to be in order. However, it is not! Upon more careful inspection, it is still possible to detect that the framers of the ECEC quality policy continue to focus on the social, external aspects of the dimensions mentioned above without significantly addressing the crux of the matter.
At present, in international (and national) debates, social and economic arguments prevail over those that address education, with the tendency to double down in this direction. With such an approach, without affirming a much higher number of qualitative objectives, the EU not only neglects its own responsibility but also exposes children across Europe to unequal conditions. As European citizens, children should be able to count on common rights and privileges that should not be conditioned by their place of birth, social status, ethnicity, etc.
EVALUATION OF THE POSITION AND PROSPECT OF ECEC IN EDUCATION POLICY DOCUMENTS: EDUCATIONAL-CRITICAL DISCOURSE
We will agree that the affirmative messages that grant ECEC a vital role in establishing a foundation for the improvement of the overall quality of life of the future European citizen are welcomed given that they have a significant impact on its empowerment and development. The selected recent European education policy documents undoubtedly point to the fact that the European Union has afforded ECEC a high place in its political program in the last decade. However, do we need to applaud each message with the same degree of kindness and faith?
By paraphrasing the famous Latin phrase pulchritudo in oculisaspicientisest, we develop a critical discourse based on its reading with the eyes of education experts. In this regard, even a superficial scanning of the selected documents reveals that theetiology behind the messaging is complex, diverse, and multilevel. The language, which places them in the relevant social/educational domain, is a typical education policy expression that is expected, understandable, and acceptable. We are, however, of the opinion that such an expression cannot work if it does not mirror the language of science and profession to which the document refers. A qualitative consensus between politics and science is set as conditio sine qua non! This is the only approach to achieving their optimum functioning as a tool aimed at supporting the Member States in their ambitions to provide high-quality systems of ECEC (European Commission, 2018a).
ECEC is an immanent pedagogical issue. For this reason, contemporary pedagogical science has to provide answers to some of the important questions that arise in the context of the abovementioned events. To back down before them means to renounce their essential duty and task-focused commitment to the appreciation of objective, systematized, and argument-based insights, which it possesses as science in a particular field of research.
It is encouraging to hear the ever-louder voices of education experts, who share a different conception of the contemporary ECEC policy. By accepting the unquestionably important and complex role of ECEC in the current social context, the contemporary ECEC theory and practice conceives new paradigms that address its place, prospects, nature, and the significance of long-term effects within the dominant current utilitarian social paradigm. We could argue that we are developing a kind of "resistance movement" to the growing syndrome of re-conceptualizing the whole social context according to the economic logic and legitimacy, which is mostly based on cost-benefit analyses, reducing thereby the overall education to an economic category, (non-)profitable investments, and ultimately to a service that is subject to market forces (Moss, 2017) .
It should be noted that the overall quantification of the objectives, statements, and similar formulations related to the position and prospects of ECEC must be accompanied by a clear definition of the values and principles on which services should be based, which have clear implications on the rights of children and their interests, and which make up the European approach to services for preschool children. Moreover, this approach has to overcome mere childcare and be based on an inclusive concept of service that will be multifunctional and open to all children and families. It goes without saying that childcare is indispensable, but this approach must include education, family support, and a democratic practice as well.
A simplified and one-way argumentation of the cost-benefit approach is present in almost all policy documents defining the ECEC development policy. It is stated loudly and continuously that the return on investment in the early stages of education is highest in all levels of education, especially for disadvantaged individuals. The funds spent on early childhood education and care are investments in human capital that bring significant returns. This is, in fact, a reductionist view of the complex social processes that cannot be observed with the dominantly economic logic and legalities. It is not applicable to the education sector in its entirety and especially to ECEC, which necessarily requires a far broader, more open, and multidisciplinary approach. The dominance of this fundamentally reductionist approach, which ignores the bigger picture, is a powerful motive for including science in the work of the framers of education policies (Moss, 2017) .
The structurally-functionalist discourse is specifically mirrored in ECEC. It is a kind of conflict of the worlds; a conflict between prose (instrumental rationality and technical practice) and poetry (a way of life that implies emotion, participation, love, joy), which seriously endangers the very essence of its functioning and existence (Vecchi, 2010 ). We will agree that the education practice of ECEC is hugely complex, multilayered, dynamic, and unpredictable; it is a living organism marked by constant communication and interaction between the adults and children as well as children among each other, whereby the synergy of nurture, care, and education achieves developmental effects. It is an area of emotion, developed ethics of care for the youngest governed by "the laws of poetry," not prose! Vecchi states that human life necessarily consists of both prose and poetry, which are fundamentally deeply intertwined and work in a constant mutual dynamic relationship. Prose is labor, survival, structure-based activity, objectives, and the main space for the utilitarian, technical, and practical. Poetry is a way of life that implies participation, love, desire, and joy. We are therefore rightly warned that, nowadays, the balance between them is severely disrupted (Vecchi, 2010 ).
Osgood, in her discussion about the new vision of professionalism in ECEC, also vigorously attacks the neo-liberal concept proposed by the education policy, as she establishes the correct way of interpreting or promoting certain discursive truths, in this case, related to the quality of work within the ECEC field. This is a (powerful) discourse of rationality that she wishes to move toward the emotional discourse (Osgood, 2006 ).
The already mentioned historical "offense" of the preschool care and education profession, seen through the traditional divide between education and care, is still largely functional today. This artificial dilemma arising from a lack of knowledge has its roots in a concept that more appreciates knowledge than skills in which the knowledge about children"s learning is perceived as superior to care. This is particularly problematic not because knowledge and education should not be appreciated, but because such an approach devalues the ability to provide care, which is crucial for ECEC (Lally, Torres, & Phelps, 1993) . Therefore, ECEC, characterized by high emotionality and the culture of care and nurturing, has a low "exchange rate" within the dominant utilitarian philosophy. Insisting that ECEC remain at these values necessarily means it cannot satisfy the dominant discourse and is, therefore, further compromised. Therefore, Osgood demands the establishment of an alternative ECEC structure, which as its cornerstone recognizes the unique nature and complexity of preschool work, empowerment of ethics of care, and re-evaluation of the importance of the emotional dimension in working with young children and their families (Osgood, 2015) .
We should be greatly concerned by the growing tendency of domination of the clearly measurable outcomes as quality standards in ECEC that are applied in the framework of regulated processes and prescribed methods. They are becoming increasingly popular in present-day Europe -from services that are understood as "producers" of narrowly-defined "commodities," such as "childcare" or "careeducational outcomes" that are competing for parent-clients in the open market, to services that are understood as a place of control over children by using technology to achieve predetermined objectives.
The advocacy of the need to develop a different type of narrative is gaining momentum, especially one that would evaluate the complexity and multiplicity, subjectivity and context, coincidence and insecurity instead of the paradigm of modernity, which speaks of quality and return on investment, instrumental rationality and technical practice, of certainty, predictability of objectivity, universality and mastery, of predetermined and measurable outcomes that become the only measure of things in which preschools (and schools) are factories that produce default results and tame, manage, and standardize -places of containment. This paradigm considers that every ECEC phenomenon has multiple meanings, all knowledge has potential, and each experience is subject to interpretation (Moss, 2012 ).
NEW ECEC PARADIGM AS A FOUNDATION FOR CREATING EDUCATION POLICIES
We are aware that we are faced with an extraordinary and deep social crisis that threatens our collective wellbeing. In these circumstances, creating policies that attempt to overcome it is justified. We agree in this context with the definition of ECEC as a powerful social resource in building a better future. We do not doubt its role in modern society! What we are questioning is the increasingly present agenda in which ECEC, based on the paradigm of modernity, is placed in the position of a magical cure for the overall wellbeing of a sick society, thereby completely neglecting the fact that a technical repair cannot be the solution for structural and systemic problems, inequality, and injustice. Quality ECEC cannot replace a broken society, nor can it be achieved in a society bustling with social inequalities, differences, and divisions. Therefore, investments in ECEC will serve the purpose and yield results only when they are made in democratic, egalitarian, and solidary societies (Moss, 2012) .
We should be seriously concerned about the fact that, in the current moment, in ECEC policy documents and international debates, social and economic arguments prevail over care and education with the tendency to double down in this direction. That is what makes all the loud voices that warn of the need to redefine and re-design the preschool field of work, that call for the abandonment of the tendencies that seriously disturb the essence of ECEC primarily in its educational context, which have become rampant and threaten to spread disease to the whole organism, understandable . There is a need for greater inclusion of science and scientists into the development of an active dialogue with the creators of education policy. The focus is on revising the key political moves that can lead to qualitative leaps in the further development of early childhood education and care.
We agree with the statement that there has never been a more critical moment than this to " What kind of an image of the child and childhood do we aspire to in a rapidly changing society? To ask these questions is to admit that many visions and understandings of the child and childhood are possible, and to provide answers means to make political and ethical choices that are of great importance because this again refers to the value dimension of the problem as its reference point (Moss, 2017) .
These are some possible answers:
 Childhood is not just a preparatory phase for a future life, but a life period that has its own values and culture. It is a process of social construction that children and adults jointly build. Childhood is a process that is always contextualized in relation to a particular space, time, and culture, and it varies with respect to a range of conditions and cultures in which it occurs (Slunjski, 2016).
 The child is a personality from the moment of his birth and should be respected and be taken seriously. He is a social subject that participates, constructs and, to a large extent, determines his own life and development. He is a "rich" child born with great potential that can be expressed in hundreds of ways. He is a child who is actively learning, trying to perceive the meaning of the world from the very beginning, a co-creator of knowledge, identity, culture, and values; a child who is able to live, learn, listen, and communicate, but always in relationships with others. He is a complete child; a child with his own body, mind, feelings, creativity, history, and social identity; an individual whose individuality and independence are interdependent and who needs and wants to be connected with other children and adults. He is a citizen who has his place in society, a subject of rights that society must respect and support (Cagliari et al., 2016 ).
 Such a child demands and deserves the kind of ECEC based on a holistic and multifunctional approach that presupposes the inseparability of care and education, reason and sentiment, body and mind, which have the potential for countless possibilities: cultural, linguistic, social, aesthetic, ethical, political and economic and which are the meeting place for children and adults in the physical but also in the social, cultural and political sense of the word.
 The contemporary ECEC affirms the ethics of care that is present in all activities and relationships. Nurturing should be placed in a broader context as an integral and intrinsic part of the child"s care and education, a great objective that recognizes the importance of space and play in the child"s life and which includes learning, social relationships, ethics, aesthetics, and the total benefit in the broadest sense of the word.
 Such ECEC institutions should not only be open to new objectives and roles but to results that are not pre-determined. They are envisioned as public institutions, as a place for discussion and space for children, i.e., for meetings and gatherings where children and adults come together and dedicate themselves to something, where they can talk, listen, and discuss with the aim of exchanging opinions. It is a place of ethical and political practice, a place for research and creativity, coexistence and joy, critical thinking and emancipation. It is a place of building individuality and independence, but also a place of empowerment of interdependence and solidarity without which there is no individuality and independence. Such institutions are not a substitute for the family; they rather complement and provide support, and offer additional opportunities for children and parents.
 "The future-building school acts as a powerful platform within the community for creating a conversation about the future." It is a place of dialogue and discussions about the future as it brings together children, parents, grandparents, community organizations, and staff to ask questions about the future within the community and to explore what alternatives to the future they could create for their children. Such institutions are a powerful democratic resource and public space that allows young people and communities to imagine the visions of the future that are presented to them and to work together through traditional and new democratic practices in order to compete for a lasting future for all (Facer, 2011) .
